Short duration of breastfeeding and early introduction of cow's milk as a result of mothers' low level of education.
Inappropriate infant feeding including a lack of breastfeeding and the early introduction of cow's milk are the most common forms of infant feeding malpractice. To evaluate the hypothesis that infant feeding malpractices are associated with mothers' low level of education, questionnaires were administered to 400 mothers of infants below 12 mo of age divided into 3 groups according to their various educational levels. Items included the type of milk given at birth and at 1, 3 and 6 mo of age. To investigate the efficacy of paediatricians in orienting infant feeding, the same questionnaire was given to 30 paediatricians in primary paediatric healthcare, in hospitals or in private practices. Initiation of breastfeeding was similar in the three groups. An analysis of the data showed that an increasing number of infants born to mothers of low and intermediate educational level did not receive exclusive breastfeeding compared with those with a higher level of education, a difference that was significant as early as 1 mo of age. In infants aged 3 mo, the prevalence of exclusive breastfeeding was 37%, 40% and 65% in the three groups, respectively, in relation to progressively increasing levels of education. In infants of 6 mo, the respective prevalence rates were 13%, 15% and 48%. Early introduction of cow's milk showed a similar correlation with educational level. A greater number of infants born to mothers with a low level of education received cow's milk at 3 mo of age compared with those born to mothers with an intermediate education (12% vs 5%). A similar difference was observed between the latter group and infants born to mothers with a high educational level (0%). This pattern was supported by data for infants at 6 mo of age with prevalence rates for cow's milk feeding of 39%, 20% and 0% in the three groups in association with progressively increasing level of educational (p < 0.05). The analysis of the paediatricians' response to the questionnaire showed that while physicians know and correctly prescribe age-related infant nutrition regimens, they are unaware that a substantial number of mothers do not comply with what they prescribe. Overall, these data support the relationship between a low educational level and infant feeding malpractice and suggest that a more effective role should be played by paediatricians in supporting an adequate duration of breastfeeding and the use of formula rather than cow's milk protein.